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MARSHA KINDER
The Power of Adaptation i n Apocalypse Now Lately Francis has been talking about his fears. His fears that he can't write an ending for his film. His fear that he can't write. That his greatest success has come from adapting someone else's writing. My guess is that when he gives up, when he concludes he is not the kind of novelist or playwright he dreamed of being as a young boy, he will know what kind of a writer he is and it will be more right for him than anything he could have imagined.
-Eleanor Coppola, Notes (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1979)
Francis Ford Coppola takes the same approach to adaptation that he takes to the film industry. He adopts someone else's material or structure, absorbs and expands it by identifying it with his own experience, and thereby transforms it into his own uniquely powerful vision. This approach worked brilliantly in The Godfather, which proved that an adaptive auteur could be just as personally expressive as a Bergman, Fellini, or Bufnuel. It demonstrated that Coppola's ability to look inward with such intensity and to attend to the smallest physical details also enabled him to perform a more comprehensive analysis of the social political forces of the entire nation. This film was a landmark both in defining the nature of Coppola's genius and in launching his ambitious scheme of adapting the industry. It brought him the money and power to build an alternative film structure, under his own control, that might rival Hollywood economically while making superior films artistically.
When anyone in America achieves this kind of power, it arouses both adoration and anger. That's why it was so easy for Hollywood to get rid of Chaplin and Welles. Now there seems to be a growing desire to "get" Coppola, to watch his personal empire crumble. Even in reviews that acknowledge the aesthetic power of Apocalypse Now, several critics choose a tone of ridicule or revilement; some even attack him for daring to "cannibalize" Conrad's Heart of Darkness. The intensity of the response may be, in part, a reaction to the film's elaborate promotion, which has invited viewers to see it historically as another cultural landmark (that cost years and millions in the making and that now requires advance ticket bookings in the selling) and self-reflexively as a saga of Coppola's personal struggles. The promotion encourages us to identify Coppola both with Willard and Kurtz'; to admire his courage in risking his health, happiness, and personal fortune on this film; and to sympathize with his admitted failure in finding the right ending. Some critics may resent the fact that Coppola and company have anticipated most of their negative perceptions, so they compensate by exaggerating the note of condemnation in their tone. The irony is that many of the points stressed by the pompous promotion are actually insightful. This is particularly true of Eleanor Coppola's strange journal, whose publication was coordinated with the opening of the film. It's hard to tell to what degree Notes is a reliable account of the decision-making process and to what degree it is merely more promotional hype. One can easily imagine Francis standing behind the scenes, adapting his wife's book (with or without her awareness) as a vehicle for expressing ideas that might be embarrassing for him to say himself. Yet the book is still illuminating about the film and thus is repeatedly quoted in reviews.
In Apocalpyse Now Coppola uses the same approach to adaptation that succeeded in The Godfather, but this time he is only partially successful for his attempts to personalize the material interfere with the portrayal of the historical events. Where he does succeed brilliantly is in creating a dual perspective on the war as both an internal and external nightmare. Like The Deer Hunter, Apocalypse Now illuminates the powerful impact the war had on American consciousness rather than its effects on the Vietnamese, but Coppola's vision is so much broader than Cimino's, and the sense of being immersed in warfare is so much more vivid and compelling, that it's as if we were seeing a film dealing with this subject for the first time.
Heart of Darkness provides the structure for the inward journey; the Vietnam war provides the outward focus. Although John Milius (who wrote the original screenplay) was the first to bring the two together, the fusion could have resulted in a disaster like his Big Wednesday. Coppola took over the combination and introduced many changes to make it work.2 In using Heart of Darkness to illuminate our experience of the war, the film demonstrates the extraordinary power of Conrad's vision while making the exploration of Vietnam primary, as it should be. This is the delicate balance that Coppola tries to maintain, a goal which is made explicit in the promotional brochure distributed in the theater:
The most important thing I wanted to do in the making of Apocalypse Now was to create a film experience that would give its audience a sense of the horror, the madness, the sensuousness, and the moral dilemma of the Vietnam war. . . . I tried to illustrate as many of its different facets as possible. And yet I wanted it to go further, to the moral issues that are behind all wars.
Although Coppola succeeds in creating an overpowering sensuous experience of the war's madness-perhaps better than any previous war films -he confuses the moral issues, perhaps because of his drive to personalize the material. In identifying so strongly with Kurtz, he distorts the issue of power and upsets the delicate balance between the Conrad story and the subject of Vietnam. The film succeeds in forcing us to experience the horror of the war and to acknowledge our own complicity in it, but it fails to illuminate the nature of Kurtz's horror.
The film opens with quiet jungle sounds and a graceful line of palm trees, waving gently in a breeze. Smoke drifts upward from the foreground, and a faint sound (that could be either modern electronic music or some kind of engine) fades in from the background. As a whirling propeller arcs across the top of the screen, we know the sound is made by an army helicopter. As another chopper Coppola rarely hesitates to change Conrad's story-setting, events, characters-whenever the revision is required by the Vietnam context. In fact, the first half of the original story is omitted almost entirely. Coppola picks up Conrad's narrative line with the natives' attack on the boat (which occurs more than 90 minutes into the film). Even here there are significant setting changes, for the primitive weapons are more ironic in the Vietnam setting and the black victim at the wheel who is killed by a spear is not a foolish tribesman but an angry black soldier who challenges Willard's authority at every turn. The man dies, not merely with a terrible frown, but with a desperate effort to take Willard with him, by drawing him down on the spear. Coppola also retains Conrad's central image of the river, which dominates the narrative in both works. The frame of Conrad's story opens with the Thames, which lies before Marlow and his listeners and merges with the Congo, the river that lies at the heart of Kurtz's inner story. Marlow describes the Congo as "an immense snake uncoiled" that "fascinated me as a snake would a bird." The structure of the film is controlled by the image of the river "that snaked through the war like a main circuit cable," carrying Willard to Cambodia, where no American troops are supposed to be. In both versions, the river ultimately leads to Kurtz and his dying words of horror. It's 15 when Coppola leaves the river that his difficulties begin.
Coppola's primary failure in combining the Conrad story and the Vietnam war is in the adaptation of Kurtz, the only character whom he retains in recognizable form. The original Kurtz is corrupted by his isolation in the wilderness, which leads to an obsession with power and reveals terrifying truths about himself. "I think it had whispered to him things about himself which he did not know, things of which he had no conception till he took counsel with his great solitude-and the whisper had proved irresistibly fascinating. It echoed loudly within him because he was hollow at the core." ( 
APOCALYPSE NOW This is as true for Willard (and for all US troops) as it is for
Kurtz. Yet Willard has to survive so that he can serve as "the caretaker of Kurtz's memory." Both men have to make a personal sacrifice-to die, or to survive and remember. Both are subjected to judgment. There is no way out either for victim or killer.
If the devotion to efficiency were carried to its logical extreme in an insane situation like Vietnam, then it would lead to the ultimate madness -total annihilation of the enemy. In both the story and the film, Kurtz reaches this mad conclusion, which he scrawls in his memoirs-"Exterminate all the brutes," or "Drop the bombs. Exterminate them all." It's the same conclusion that was reached by Ahab, Hitler, and Charlie Manson (who is so pointedly mentioned in the film). It's a conclusion that ultimately demands the moral and physical destruction of both sides.
Unfortunately, Coppola confuses this "devotion to efficiency" with the issue of power. Conrad's Kurtz pursues efficiency only until he understands that it is merely a means of gaining greater power; once immersed in his obsession, he totally embraces madness, and gives up efficiency. It's not that he has "unsound methods," but "no methods at all." While Coppola retains these lines about "methods," his Kurtz clings to the ideal of efficiency right to the end because it's the only part of his behavior that makes sense in Vietnam.
His relationship with the tribal followerssupposedly Montagnard soldiers-is particularly problematic. Coppola retains the relationship from the Congo, where the white trader exerts his power as a god over a primitive people. We are told that Kurtz's followers take his every word as their command, but supposedly that's because he at first managed to get practical results. Since we never see these actions dramatized, it is hard to believe that his role as God actually achieves greater military efficiency. What this relationship between Kurtz and his followers does imply is a complete passivity and demoralization of the Montagnards, who historically are known to have been quite independent and strong. This is one aspect of the story that seems to be carried over from Conrad for purely symbolic reasons.
Why should Coppola have clung to a conception of Kurtz corrupted by power when it so clearly distorts the facts of the war? Certainly the answer can't be simply that he was trying to be faithful to Conrad, for, as we have seen, elsewhere he makes radical changes in the story. Moreover, Coppola must have been aware that this Kurtz could not work realistically in the Vietnam context, for he purposely shifts to a symbolic treatment. Eleanor Coppola blames this decision on Brando.
Brando was going to do something he had never tried before. He was going to play a bigger-than-life character, a mythical figure, a theatrical personage. He is the master of of the natural realistic performance and he was going to go for a different style of acting for the first time in his career. She also quotes Coppola as saying: "I don't make the person play the part, I make the part play the person." (p. 157) I suspect that for the part of Kurtz, Coppola was referring not only to Brando as the "person" but also to himself. The most plausible explanation for Coppola's retention of Kurtz's obsession with power is his own "irresistible fascination" with this dimension of the story, which applied to his own experience of making the film.
Coppola consistently makes directorial choices that emphasize Kurtz's symbolic nature. In the story, Marlow describes him as a man who "presented himself as a voice" (p. 119). Like the Platonic conception of creation, Kurtz is experienced as a chain of divine or demonic echoes, which is emphasized by Conrad's complex narrative structure. Since the story is told by one of Marlow's listeners, we are several persons removed from Kurtz's actual words, yet we still experience their impact. Although Coppola simplifies the point of view to Willard's first-person narration and the film medium allows us to experience Kurtz directly, Coppola amplifies his image through media 17 presentation. We first hear his voice through a tape of a radio broadcast, we first see his face in photographs, and are introduced to his character through an official dossier. The character is also media-amplified through the casting of Marlon Brando, who increasingly plays cultural icons (e.g., The Godfather, the father of Superman, and George Lincoln Rockwell in Roots II).
Despite this amplification, the character never achieves the moral stature of Conrad's shadowy Kurtz, who set out to civilize the natives and who sincerely believed in his moral aspirations. Coppola's Kurtz is merely an excellent soldier (perhaps like a Patton), who, though disobedient and obstreperous, was able to fight better than anyone else within the normal rules of war. When Kurtz discovers that those rules don't apply, he makes up his own in order to get results. And somehow (we never really see exactly how), this shift drives him mad. But clearly this interpretation of Kurtz was too vague and banal, so Coppola and Brando try to compensate with symbolic visual enrichment. Kurtz is no longer tall and thin-"an animated image of death carved out of old ivory," but a paunchy Buddha. His baldness is retained, but its meaning transformed.
Conrad used it to link him with the ivory he pursued: "The wilderness had patted him on the head, and behold, it was like a ball-an ivory ball; it had caressed him, andlo!-he had withered; it had taken him, loved him, embraced him, got into his veins, consumed his flesh, and sealed his soul to its own by the inconceivable ceremonies of some devilish imitation." (P. 121)
The film uses Kurtz's baldness to strengthen his identification with Buddha.5 The first time we see Kurtz (more than two hours into the film), his face is in shadow and only the dome of his bald head is illuminated, as if he were a moon god presiding over darkness. This shot is linked to the chain of head images that run through the film. The decapitated heads are part of the original story, but they are intensified visually through direct presentation and dramatically by making one of the victims a companion of Willard's. The huge inverted close-up of Willard and the matched head of Buddha in the opening sequence introduce this motif and foreshadow Willard's identification with the godlike Kurtz.
Coppola strengthens the symbolic identification But the primary dramatic problem of the film is that we gain this kind of knowledge from our confrontation with the war, rather than with Kurtz-who nevertheless retains the climactic position in the narrative structure.
Despite the flaws in its handling of Kurtz, Apocalypse Now is still a masterful work that equals the power of Conrad's vision. In place of Kurtz, an orchestrated madness dominates the film-from the opening intense hotel scenes with Willard, through the chaotic battle sequences with Colonel Kilgore, the tragically absurd slaughter of the boat people, the hysterical USO performance, the nightmarish carnival of the trench warfare, the savagery at Kurtz's compound, and the closing shots of Willard, as mad as he was at the beginning. In practically every sequence, a sensuous beauty is combined with deadly terror, obscuring the boundaries between good and evil. This combination is particularly vivid in the scene where a tiger unexpectedly springs out of the lush green jungle, reminding us of Blake's "fearful symmetry." The madness dominates the editing rhythms, Vittorio Storaro's brilliant cinematography, Dean Tavoularis KURTZ: You're neither. You're an errand boy for grocery clerks come to collect the price. The pervasiveness of the madness is also developed in extraordinary battle scenes where the moral boundaries are totally confused. Kilgore's attack begins with a montage of the helicopters, exterior long shots of the ominous machines and close-ups of men in the interiors. Kilgore turns on Wagner's "Ride of the Valkyries" to orchestrate the attack and terrify the enemy. Although the music is stirring, it can't help but remind us of our German enemies in previous wars and prevent us from identifying totally with the American aggressors. When the film cuts to the target, we see school children lining up and hear dogs barking; as the music invades the scene, the children flee and the film cuts back and forth between both sides. In the midst of battle, the total panic is captured in the loud explosions and spatial disorientation. Movement comes from every angle and goes in every direction. Music and battle sounds collide in dissonance. When the perspective shifts to the helicopters' point of view, we get caught up in the realistic excitement and dangers of the attack. Significantly it's from this perspective that we see the first wounded American, a black man screaming in agony, and the destruction of the rescue helicopter by a grenade thrown by a young Vietnamese woman, with whom we were just sympathizing. By now our sympathies are split, and we are forced to see that for an American in Vietnam there was no way of escaping the moral quicksand. Throughout this battle neither Kilgore nor Willard is frightened by the prospect of death -for they are both absorbed in their personal Dennis Hopper as the journalist: APOCALYPSE Now
